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Introduction 


The Massachusetts Aeronautics Commission (MAC) and the Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA), in coordination with the Massachusetts Airport Management Association (MAMA), have 
agreed to explore development of an interagency process between the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts’ airports and the Natural Heritage and Endangered Species Program (NHESP). 
The goal of this process will be to seek a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), programmatic 
agreement (PA) or other interagency agreement to streamline NHESP permitting at airports. 


The MAC, FAA and the members of MAMA recognize that they are stewards of a unique 
resource in Massachusetts, and that airports offer significant contributions to the biodiversity of 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. An interagency agreement on permitting between MAC, 
FAA and NHESFP that applies to all MAC airports would significantly improve the ability of 
these airports to plan projects while providing critical protections for biodiversity in the 
Commonwealth. 


Over the past several years, the regulatory requirement for airports to interact with NHESP 
regarding management of rare species habitat at airports has increased, even though the 
underlying laws and regulations have not significantly changed. Unfortunately, the current 
planning process used by the airports and the regulatory mechanisms that invoke NHESP review 
tend to emerge only after considerable airport planning and design has occurred. Inevitably, 
conflicts and difficult negotiations result from this approach. However, because continued airport 
viability simultaneously provides long-term preservation of associated wildlife habitats used by 
many rare species, there is an excellent opportunity to improve this process, to the benefit of both 
the airports’ and NHESP’s missions. 


The practice of environmental streamlining, defined as expediting and simplifying the 
environmental review and permitting processes without compromising environmental protection 
(George W. Bush Executive Order, 2002; FAA Vision 100, 2003), has been embraced at the 
federal level for all types of transportation projects. NHESP is currently in the process of 
restructuring its regulatory process under the Massachusetts Endangered Species Act (MESA, 
321 CMR 10.00 - 11.00), with the stated intention of improving and expediting permitting for all 
different types of projects in Massachusetts. Entering into discussions at this time will allow the 


agencies to fully explore an opportunity to promote a streamlined, interagency permitting 
approach for the unique conditions at airports that benefits both rare species and airport viability. 


Background 


In Massachusetts, standard airport operational activities create and maintain habitat for rare 
species on airport properties. Because the ecosystems of Massachusetts are predominately 
forested, extensive open cover types, like those required for safe aircraft operations, are 
uncommon. Consequently, the species that use these types of habitats, such as grassland birds, 
certain tiger beetles species, and sandplain grassland vegetation, are also uncommon in 
Massachusetts. In total, there are about 15,000 acres of lands managed by the airports of 
Massachusetts, a significant portion of which is open grassland. Additionally, airports must be 
situated on level ground and naturally level areas in Massachusetts are often associated with 
wetlands, a habitat type that also supports many of Massachusetts’ rare species. 


It is also important to note that habitats located on airports tend to be reasonably high quality due 
to their large size and relatively low disturbance levels, a condition also maintained by a viable 
airport. An abandoned airport developed for other uses (e.g., business park, housing) will be 
subject to a large amount of disturbance, and offer little valuable wildlife habitat. Likewise, an 
abandoned or unmaintained airport facility that is not developed will quickly undergo vegetative 
succession, losing the habitat conditions favorable to many State protected species. 


The MAC, FAA and the members of MAMA recognize that they are stewards of a unique 
resource in Massachusetts, however operational safety is and must remain their foremost 
mission. To continue to operate and remain viable entities, the airports must comply with FAA 
and MAC safety and security standards, which are periodically adjusted to reflect improvements 
in technology, the results of safety inspections and other outside events (e.g., the events of 
9/11/01). Additionally, airports must meet the needs of the flying community to remain viable, 
by accommodating both capacity and technology demands. Regulatory compliance and 
responsiveness to the flying community often requires upgrades to infrastructure, which in turn 
may create some disturbance to portions of rare species habitat located on airport property. 


It is ultimately in the best interests of both airports and rare species to maintain airports to 
prescribed standards. Failure to comply with the FAA and MAC directives would lead to a loss 
of funding from these agencies. Without support from these agencies, many of the 
Commonwealth’s airports would no longer be viable, and would close. Airport-related 
maintenance activities would cease, and the sub-climax grassland cover types they currently 
support would succeed into forest, extirpating the rare species dependent on those cover types. 
Further, there are no examples of an airport being restored to operational status, once 
decommissioned. Therefore, the maintenance of current airport’s viability is critical to both the 
airport and the habitat that its operation maintains. 
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Proposal 


In order help ensure the viability of airports into the future, the MAC, FAA and members of 
MAMA propose entering into a MOU or other agreement with NHESP regarding rare species 
permitting. This agreement would have three purposes: 


1) To streamline the review and permitting process for airport related projects and provide 
consistency for airport projects throughout the Commonwealth. 

2) To establish a “mitigation framework” that ensures rare species impacts from airport 
projects do not raise to a level that would prevent a mandated project from going forward. 

3) To ensure that an airport that provides habitat to special status species due to its 
maintenance and management practices does not lose its ability to operate a viable 
enterprise due to the presence of these species. 


A standardized, streamlined permitting process would benefit both the airports and NHESP by 
reducing the amount of time and effort required to issue a permit and easing the current burden 
on all parties. The predictability of a standardized process would provide an additional benefit to 
the airports, helping them to accurately account for this class of project constraint and the 
amount of time required to execute a proposed project. A mitigation framework will also provide 
vital project planning information to the airports and confidence to NHESP that impact 
minimization considerations will be incorporated into proposed projects at the earliest planning 
stages, including allocating future funding. 


An MOU, PA or other similar agreement would define the permitting process, best management 
practices (BMPs), and establish a mitigation framework for unavoidable project impacts. The 
process of negotiating a MOU, PA, or other agreement with NHESP will define blanket practices 
that the MAC, FAA and NHESP can agree upon upfront, reducing the need for individual project 
consultation. The negotiation process will also identify those areas where upfront agreements 
cannot be put in place, which will serve to focus the future consultations required on individual 
projects. 


The following suggestions are based on existing PAs between state and federal agencies, which 
have successfully contributed to environmental streamlining of highway projects. 


Sample BMPs that could be included: 


= Construction techniques. 

= Project sequencing and timing in relation to seasonal constraints on construction and 
wildlife activity periods. 

= Revegetation and habitat restoration standards and techniques. 


An outline for the permitting portions of the agreement might include: 


= A definition of de minimus projects that airports will report to NHESP, but that do not 
require additional review if the recommended BMPs are followed. 
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= A definition of low impact projects eligible for an expedited review if the recommended 
BMPs are followed. 

= A definition of the project impact threshold for projects, beyond which will require a full 
review process. 


A carefully designed and defined set of BMPs are a key component to avoiding and minimizing 
impacts. Combined with thoughtfully designed projects, they can significantly reduce the need 
for mitigation. However, for projects that will unavoidably result in an impact, mitigation will be 
required. 


The mitigation practices portion of an agreement should consider: 


= Defining the impact area to mitigation area ratios required. 

* Guidelines for replacing/recreating lost habitat on-site for plants and animals. 

* Guidelines for suitable transplant locations for rare plants on-site and descriptions of 
proven transplant protocols. 

= Guidelines for developing long-term habitat management plans that benefit rare species 
and their habitat on-site and that are compatible with the conditions required for safe, 
efficient airport operations. 

= Guidelines for establishing a reasonable period and extent of monitoring. 

= Guidelines for identifying suitable off-site mitigation areas, including how to define the 
suitable geographic proximity, the type of long-term protection and required management 
for off-site mitigation areas. 


Depending upon the level of detail desired, BMPs and mitigation measures tailored for specific 
species could be designed. This approach would be useful for those species that are found on the 
majority of airports and will need to be considered repeatedly (e.g., grasshopper sparrows). 


Anticipated Future Actions 


Following an opportunity for initial review of this proposal, representatives of the MAC, FAA 
and MAMA would like to continue discussions with NHESP relative to the concepts presented 
herein. We will be contacting your agency in the next few weeks to begin this process. In the 
interim, please contact the following individuals should you have initial questions regarding this 
proposal. 


MAC Mr. Jeffrey Senterman 617-973-8892; Jeff.Senterman@mac.state.ma.us 
FAA M. Richard Doucette 781-238-7613; Richard.Doucette @faa.gov 
MAMA Mr. Chris Willenborg 413-572-6275; c.willenborg@mail.ci.westfield.ma.us 





Proposal for Interagency Agreement Between MAC/FAA/MAMA & NHESP for 
Rare Species at MAC Supervised General Aviation Airports. July 29, 2005 


Page 4 of 4 


